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There are many references to shadow plays in the Telugu classics. The central interest of
a puppet show is the story, says a late 16th century poetic text, Gangavataranam. Another
text, Candr&ngada Caritra, (c.1650), describes a whole puppet show and the different elements
of the show. The curtain, the audience seated before it, the commentator behind the curtain,
the lights that throw the shadows on the screen, the actors, and the puppets - these, the poet
says, are the essential components of a puppet show. That puppet shows were performed all
through the night is indicated in another text, PancalJ Parinayamu. References in Bhaskara
Satakam and V&mana Satakam throw light on the contemporary significance of puppet shows.
These references indicate that the art of shadow puppetry occupied an important place
in rural entertainment in the Andhra country at least from the 13th century. All the instances
refer to native puppeteers who, in many cases, were known by their profession - Bommalata
V6Uu - and sometimes carried it as their surname together with their family names. There
are, however, later inscriptions of the 19th century which indicate a different set of non-Telugu
people who had settled down in this part of the country and earned their livelihood by
shadow-puppet performances.
One gets such information, curiously enough, from a Telangana inscription recovered
from Guduru in Warangal district,, It mentions the puppeteer's art and especially the name
of "Sutradhari Kornmajanaha, Baraha", indicating it is an inscription ordered to be written
by Sutradhari Kommoji. Similarly, the Panugallu inscription contains references to another
Sutradhari Brahrnoju (or Brahmoji).
Some references in Iate-18th-century and early-19th-century inscriptions give names of
non-Telugu performers like Kommoju and Brahmoju. Earlier puppeteers were of native origin
and had established themselves as traditional puppeteers, hereditarily devoted to the art.
The references to Kommoji and Brahmoji suggest that a second tradition had started with
puppeteers of Maratha origin. These 'western' performers who spoke a dialect of Marathi,
might have migrated with the Maratha kings of the Nayaka dynasty (17th century).
The Ares are known as Are K&pus in Andhra Pradesh, a name which suggests their
assimilation Into Telugu society. The Ares themselves prefer to be called Balijas or Balija
Kshatriyas or Bondilis as they are called in Maharashtra. They were mostly itinerant, wandering
nine months a year from village to village, staying at each place for a few days. In more
recent times, however, they have settled down at different places, doing odd jobs. The villages
where these puppeteers have settled range from Sringavarapukota in Vishakhapatnam district
to Bommalatalapalll in Anantapur district. A group of about 40 Are puppeteer families made
Madhavapatnam near Kakinada their home in 1937. Families in southern Andhra Pradesh do
not have a permanent home and are still itinerant.